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Abstract 

Language teaching is an important and crucial activity for the all 
round development of human beings through which the learner 
expresses the cultural experiences of his linguistic community.  
Communication is the key factor in the success of any organization, 
achieved through language skills. English language as a global 
language allows it to perform a number of first, second and foreign 
language functions. The plural nature of the Nigerian society 
generates non-native speaker varieties of English. The English 
language skills are regarded as manipulative skills that help the 
learner to achieve grammatical and communicative competence; 
international intelligibility that are tailored towards human capital 
development in a global economy. This paper is set to identify the 
enormous problems of English language in Nigeria and highlight the 
strategies that could be adopted to improve language competence 
towards human capital development. 

 
 
 

One critical role of the education system is the development of human capital.  Education is 
also a human right; it is the heart of sustainable development of any country, and critical to the 
development of individuals and societies.  It helps pave the way to a successful and productive future. 
Low quality, unequal human capital development is an issue for Nigerian economy as it seeks to align 
its economic structure with the emerging requirements of a knowledge society. Nigeria, like most 
developing nations, has and is still experiencing economic, political, religious problems.  A weak 
scientific and technological base possesses in turn a weak industrial sector and a weak control in 
influence.  Education plays a pivotal role in strengthening the weak scientific and technological base 
of any nation because the quality of a nation’s education system is one of the major determinants of 
her political status.  In a global economy, education is seen in terms of information, building capacity 
in the areas of knowledge and skills acquisition.  English language is a key factor in the process of 
education.  English as a second language has become a powerful force that has gained ascendancy.  It 
is not just simply a tool of communication but plays an important role in the economic and diplomatic 
relations of a country and according to Halliday (1985), language evolved to satisfy human needs as 
the way it is organized is functional to these needs. 
 

However, to achieve sustainable development, it is not enough that all children receive 
education; the quality is also crucial. Several countries reported that they had undertaken significant 
efforts to increase access to basic education. At the same time, a number of alarming reports show that 
the education system in Nigeria has major quality shortcomings.  The systems are also built on beliefs 
and attitudes, such as low expectations, inappropriate aspirations, and teacher behaviours and 
practices designed to ensure that not everybody learns. Thus, an important part of the retention of 
elitism through local education reform is the continued impact of negative teacher expectations and 
practices within new sector schools.  
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 In the context of global economy, human capital development is critical for poor countries 
like Nigeria.  The manpower of a modern economy is bedeviled with complications.  The demand and 
supply for manpower has transformed into a complex network involving specialized skills, 
occupations and profession, which are constantly changing and moving economically across industrial 
boundaries and even across national frontiers. 
 Nigeria, in order to thrive in the context of global economy need to devote huge resources in 
human capital and this can be achieved through the acquisition of language skills of listening, 
speaking, reading and writing.  Literacy is often one of the measurements of educational quality.  This 
is in consonance with Stubbs (1976) which states that ‘linguistic failure is educational failure’ 
 The role of English as a medium of communication in Nigeria has been well articulated.  It is 
the language of education, of administration, law, commerce.  It is the language of wider 
communication between different groups, and the lingua franca among many Nigerians. 
The language skills play a pivotal role in any issue relating to human capital development.  It is a 
means of empowering the society in her quest to attain national growth, development and cohesion.  
Achieving these language skills can only be through the English language. 
 
The Conceptualisation of Human Capital 

Human capital is the stock of competencies, knowledge, social and personality attributes, 
including creativity, embodied in the ability to perform labour so as to produce economic value. 
Human capital is the backbone of human development and economic development of every nation. It 
is an aggregate economic view of the human being acting within economies, which is an attempt to 
capture the social, biological, cultural and psychological complexity as they interact in explicit and/or 
economic transactions.  Human capital is developed by health, education and quality of standard of 
living and generates long-term economic development of the nation.  According to Mahroum (2007) 
human capital has the capacities to develop talent, and to draw same from elsewhere. Collectively, 
these three capacities form the backbone of any country's human capital competitiveness and 
development. 
 
Status of English Language in Nigeria 
 The status of English language in Nigeria cannot be overemphasized.  English has enjoyed 
high prominence in the country because of its unifying factor, especially as the National Policy on 
Education (FRN, 2004) cultivated this prominence by stipulating that English should be taught from 
the first year of primary education and also used as a language of instruction at all levels of education 
in the country.  It is also an exclusive preserve of the country’s urban elite, and is not widely spoken 
in the rural areas.  It is the language of technological advancement as well as the language of other 
social and secular transactions, in Nigeria.   The language is seen as socially been more important and 
more valuable in the official circles than other numerous local languages.  According to Baldeh (1990. 
p110): 

The English language was thus institutionalised (in Nigeria) as the 
language of government, education, commerce, industry, law and 
administration.  Thus, to obtain a lucrative job in the public or private 
sector, a pass in English was a necessary pre-requisite. To be 
educated was, in the eyes of many, to be vast in the English language. 

 
 Oyeleye (2005) posited that English language is the medium of cross-border communication.  
Hence, a sound knowledge of English that is ‘manifested in the learners’ communicative competence 
is a ‘sine qua non’ in other words, is of paramount importance to successful interaction with one 
another.  Thus, there is a burning desire by parents to have their children do well in the language, and 
pay special fees to English language specialists to help their children acquire proficiency in the 
language.   
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 The ignorable attitudes on the part of the teachers of English and learners of the language 
have potentially helped in compounding the already complex nature of the subject hence the mass 
failures usually recorded in it every year in public examinations.  In 2008, the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural organisation (UNESCO) conducted a study and noted that the 
national failure rate in English was 31% compared to that in Mathematics which was only 17%.  It 
was then suggested that the root problem of incompetency was at the primary and secondary levels of 
education where the undergraduate get his foundation in the use of English. 
 
Problems of English Language Use in Nigeria 
 English language is taught as a second language in Nigeria.  Proficiency in English stimulates 
oriented communicative activities and ensures that English is used in meaningful context and 
appropriate situation.  The outcome of English language teaching and learning in Nigeria is far below 
expectation.  Many writers have bemoaned the dwindling competence of Nigerian students in English 
language.  The magnitude of the problem of the Nigerian user of the English language can be seen in 
the following features that characterize the use of English language in Nigeria. 
 
1. Mother Tongue Interference   
 The Nigerian learner of English comes into the learning situation with a language that has 
been acquired from birth either socially or biologically and brought up to hear and produce his native 
language sounds.  There is a natural tendency for most of his native sounds to interfere with those of 
English, perhaps as a result of similarity between his native sounds and those of English. The learning 
situation becomes a matter of adaptation or extension of existing skills and knowledge rather than the 
re-learning of a completely new set of skills from scratch.  Ogbuehi (2003) also noted that, English in 
Nigeria is marked by direct translations from the mother tongue (MT), infusion of dialectal words into 
English, adaptation of English words to cultural understanding, extension of meaning of English 
words, vagueness, collocation errors and miscellaneous creations in English.  In line with these, 
Olaofe (2005) noted that the problem facing Nigerian learners/users of English language lies on 
identifying a more logical approach to solving the problem of usage which relies on recognising 
which word can be sued in a certain context.  
 
2. Poor Methodologies 
 One major problem in teaching English effectively in Nigeria is poor methods used by 
teachers of the subject.  The grammar translation method which is the traditional method of teaching 
grammar is still preferred to the new method in English language teaching such as the audio-lingual 
method and the communicative method.  In line with this, Otagburuagu (2007) observed that the 
peculiarity of teaching English in Nigeria is highly complex because of the second language situation 
which can only be tackled if practical steps are taken to adopt effective language skills approach in the 
teaching of English in Nigeria.  This unfortunate situation has gone a long way in compounding the 
problem of teaching English in Nigeria.  It is also in relation to this that Ubahakwe and Obi (1999) 
posited that ‘it is one thing to know and talk about these methods of language teaching but a different 
thing to adopt them in classroom teaching. 
 
3. Lack of Teaching Materials 
 The language laboratory is a technological aid for learning which plays an important role in 
language learning process.  The visual materials permit the learner to understand what he hears, to 
learn the situation in which language forms are used and associate them to the context of what he is 
learning (Mgbodile, 1999).   Yet, these teaching materials are not available to detect and correct the 
errors committed by the learners.  In most institutions obscure rooms are designated as language 
laboratories with obsolete materials. 
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Relevance of Language Skills to Human Capital Development 
   According to Bloor and Bloor (2004), human beings use language in three broad categories, 
which include;  

(i) Language is used to organise, understand and express our perceptions of the world and of our 
own consciousness.   

(ii) Language is used to enable us to participate in communicative acts with other people, to take 
on roles and to express and understand feelings, attitude and judgments.   

(iii) Language is used to relate what is said (or written) to the rest of the text and to other linguistic 
events.  This involves the use of language to organise the text itself.   

 
 At a conference organised in Nigeria by the British Council in 2011, Prof M. Jibril who 
presented a paper on ‘The State of English in Nigeria’ noted that fluent users of English can command 
a salary premium of up to 95% especially in higher skilled jobs.  However, teaching English as a 
second language focuses attention on the four basic skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing.  
The oral skills (listening and speaking) are inter-related and are primary in any language study 
because human beings first of all, listen to others, understand and speak their languages ever before 
learning to read and write them.  Meanwhile, one of the greatest weaknesses of the National English 
curriculum modules at all levels of education is the gross neglect of listening skills which is critical in 
the attainment of other language skills.  Attentive listening is the foundation of all learning and 
communication cannot be achieved when one of the participants is a poor listener.  It is a known fact 
that good listeners tend to be good readers and invariably would contribute to useful discussions, 
policy formulations and implementation. 
 

On the other hand, reading is an effective tool with which learning takes place.  Therefore, the 
study of reading is very essential to the Nigerian child and by implication, important for human 
capital development.  However, a child who cannot read and comprehend effectively can hardly do 
well in any other area of educational endeavours.  The comprehension of the child is heightened by 
the level of his understanding.   
 
 Reading also helps students to develop critical thinking, reasoning or the intellectual skills 
that is brought into reading of a text, relevant to human capital development.  Although teaching 
reading is considered as difficult because of the diversity among Nigerian English learners in terms of 
various age groups, cultural differences, educational experiences, social / economic status and the 
level of both first language and English language development of the learner, Tonga (2004) noted that 
reading is a reasoning process that would develop the individual to enhance human capital 
development of a nation.   On the other hand, writing is a formal skill which requires formal teaching 
and learning.  It is though complex but occupies a major position in language learning in the 
development of human capital.   
 
 The language skills play a pivotal role in any issue relating to human capital development.  It 
is a means of empowering the society in her quest to attain national growth, development and 
cohesion.  It is not possible for humans to live and interact together without the language skills.  
Akinnande (2000) described it as the cement of the society allowing people to live, work and play 
together.  Obanya (1993) asserted that communication through language skills is an instrument for 
empowering the individual that constitute a nation to make positive contributions that enhance 
national development and cohesion.   In the same vein, Olajuyigbe (2005) asserted that it is a means 
through which culture is expressed and transmitted.  Based on the above assertion, it can be justifiably 
inferred that language gives expression to people’s culture and that human’s thoughts and feelings are 
expressed and modified through the language skills.  The language skills can enhance an individual or 
nation to perform these important functions: 
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1. Help Nigerians to reap the gains of English as global economic asset.  Nigerians are by this, 
easily assimilated as expatriate workers in most countries of the world. 

2. Enable Nigeria and Nigerians move towards a more integrated world market, opening a wide 
potential for greater growth and present unparalleled opportunities. 

 
 Thus, to enhance human capital development, the Nigerian education system needs to be 
restructured in such a way that would effectively develop and improve English language skills of the 
learner. Commenting on this need, Corder (1973) concluded that; 
 

We do not teach language for its own sweet sake…we teach language 
so that our pupils can communicate and be communicated with so 
that they may convey meaning and understand meaning, so that they 
may enter into satisfactory mutual relationships with native speakers 
or writers of the language. 

 
Implications of Language Skills for Human Capital Development 
 There are many elements of an educational improvement strategy. A strategy might include 
improved instructional materials, curricular alignment, and enhanced use of technologies.  In line with 
this, Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS) are language skills needed for interaction in 
social situations and refers primarily to context-bound, face-to-face communication in everyday social 
interaction.  It is true that communication is the key factor in the success of any organization and 
people often feel that communication is as easy and simple as it sounds. No doubt, but what makes it 
complex, difficult and frustrating are the barriers that come in its way.  
 
 One of the most important skills to develop towards human capital is the ability to listen to 
others and to self. There is a significant difference between hearing people talk to you and listening 
and understanding them. This and other language skills are essentially vital for greater happiness and 
less stress in human activities.  The scenario is same for any organization. Therefore, a change in the 
attitude of the learner during language learning process will lead to talent acquisition, talent 
development and talent retention geared towards human capital development in a global economy.   
 

The following strategies can be adopted to improve human capital development in Nigeria 
especially as it relates to communicative language skills. 
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Improving Human Capital Development 

 
Students Achievement 

 
 
 
 

Improved language Instruction 
 
 
 
 

Language skills/ competencies and motivation/ 
Change of attitudes 

 
   
 
 
 

Talent Acquisition    Recruitment 
  Talent Development    Selection/placement 
  Talent Retention    Induction/mentoring 
        Professional development 
        (Human Capital) 
   
 
 
 (Source: culled by the authors) 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 Language learning is not the same as learning any other subject.  It is not confined to writing 
an examination and getting a degree or award.  The four skills of reading, writing, listening and 
speaking have to be practiced.  Being able to communicate well is the most important factor when 
seeking a placement in a company or institution.  Communication involves one’s ability to listen 
carefully so as to grasp the meaning and to respond in turn with apt words and clarity of 
pronunciation. 
 

Moreover, language aids in developing and grooming one’s personality as a whole. Since 
learning a language is part of our knowledge, it becomes one of the key factors in competitiveness. In 
the advanced industrial society of today, the basic knowledge of a single or more language has 
become indispensable 
 
Recommendations 
 The following are recommended for the achievement of language skills that would enhance 
development of human capital in Nigeria. 

1. One major problem of human capital development is reading disabilities manifested among 
Nigerian students, which are summed up as inability to think critically in their reading.  It is 
recommended that critical thinking should be emphasised in the school curriculum, as a 
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means of achieving comprehension and deeper understanding, not only in use of English but 
incorporated into any kind of curriculum where reading is involved. 

2. The English Language teacher, at all levels of education should be involved in Continuing 
Professional Development, to improve and acquire updated language teaching methodologies. 

3. Government should, in collaboration with concerned organisations improve on the existing 
language laboratories and establish same in schools where they are not available. 

4. Language is seen as the expression of human thoughts and feelings embodied in the people’s 
culture.  As such the learners’ first language situation into second language teaching and 
learning in order to realise the required culture and attitude that would be relevant for human 
capital. 
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